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I

srael is a very special country for archeologists, and not only during the biblical period. It is fascinating for archeologists of all
periods from the prehistoric era to the time
of the Crusades and later still to the Ottoman
Empire. However, for people of the Bible, discoveries that support the historicity of the Bible are
important as well as interesting. After more than
ten years in Israel, I always find great pleasure in
visiting biblical sites.
I was very excited when I
received an invitation from
the Israel Antiquities Authority to visit the site of a
new and most significant
discovery for every believer
in Jesus. The first interesting
fact about this new discovery
is the proximity of the site to
the biblical city of Megiddo,
which is from time to time
confused with the eschatological area of Armageddon.
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Those who have already traveled in Israel from
Tel Aviv to Nazareth or Tiberias remember that
north of Tel Aviv at Hadera we turn right in the
direction of Afula. Midway between Hadera and
Afula there is a crossroads with a direction sign
to the left indicating “Tel Megiddo.” Looking left
at that intersection, we see an impressive prison
with high walls and guards gazing down at us.
Right there inside the prison, a Jewish village of
the Roman period, a Roman army legion’s camp,
and a Roman-Byzantine city
have been located. All three
of these sites are located in
a small area near Megiddo.
Archeologists have identified this location as the village of Othnai (Kfar Othnai), which is mentioned in
different historical sources
of the Land of Israel.
The site was uncovered unexpectedly because there
was no plan to dig there. However, the prison
authorities needed to extend their facilities and
began to dig the foundations of new buildings. In

Israel, digging anywhere must be done under the
supervision of the Antiquities Authority. Suddenly, some interesting artifacts were discovered
and for several months about sixty prisoners
helped the Authority to dig and uncover the archeological site.
According to Yotam Tepper, the archeologist
working for the Israel Antiquities Authority, the
recent excavations in the prison have uncovered
remains of buildings and alleys, an oil press, a stable, water cisterns, storage and cooking installations, and large ritual baths (mikvot). In fact, the
second mikveh and many small items were discovered inside the prison itself.
The discoveries show that the
villages were inhabited from
the Roman period until the
latter part of the Byzantine period.
A residential building has been
excavated in the upper area of
the site. Through coins and
pottery, the Antiquities Authority has dated this building
to the third century CE. According to the description given by Tepper, “this
building was used for a short period of time. In
the building were a number of rooms arranged
around an inner courtyard. In the building’s
western wing was a hall (6m x 9m) whose floor
was paved with a mosaic adorned with geometric
decorations, a medallion with fish, and three inscriptions in ancient Greek.”
I was invited by the Antiquities Authority to visit
this site which has been identified as a very early
place of worship for a Christian community. The
three inscriptions have been deciphered by Dr.
Leah De Segni, Professor at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. The northern inscription
says the mosaic was built with money donated
by a Roman officer named Galanos. The second inscription faces east and gives the names of
four women—Frimilia, Kiriaka, Dorothea, and
Karasta. The third and most important inscription for me commemorates another “God-loving”
woman who dedicated a table to the memory of
“the God Jesus-Christos.”

The officials who welcomed us at the site gave
us many explanations of the discovery and said
that the Antiquities Authority had convened a
meeting of twenty experts for a special consultation at the site of the archaeological excavations.
The consultation was led by Shuka Dorfman,
Director-General of the Antiquities Authority,
and included Professor Michele Piccirillo, an expert in Christian archaeology from the Studium
Biblicum Franciscanum; Dr. Leah Di Segni, an
expert in Greek epigraphy from the Insititue of
Archeology of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem; Professor Joseph Patrich of the Institute of
Archaeology of the Hebrew University; and archaeologists and experts
in conservation from the
Antiquities
Authority.
The importance of the site
was very quickly recognized and a recommendation was given to continue
the excavation in order to
learn more about that period.
What an emotional experience it was for me to be
there and to look at that mosaic where Jewish and
Roman believers together worshiped God, Jesus
the Mashiach, seventeen or eighteen hundred
years ago. What makes this place especially interesting is that it is a place of worship that does
not have the structure of a Christian church. It
was more a room of prayer or worship. The table in the middle reminded me of the synagogue
where every believer sits down around the rabbi.
Also it is from a period prior to the recognition
of Christianity as a religion by the Roman Empire. We know how the conversion of Constantine influenced the church to take a radical turn
from its modest origin. It is extremely important
to study this building and hall of prayer because
I am sure they will help us to resolve many questions relating to the development of the Christian
community before Constantine and his negative
influence on the pure and original church of the
Mashiach.
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